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proposed scheme should be distributed to
the teachers in ample time for them to
study it and form an opinion about it before
it is presented to the faculty at a special
meeting called for this purpose. At this
meeting, after the report is presented,
ample opportunity shoud be given for its
discussion, revision, and modification, and
the plan as finally agreed upon should have
the substantial support of all parties concerned. After the plan has been adopted,
a scheme for its operation should be agreed
upon. It well might be that the following
procedure would be decided upon;
1. The supervisory official will use the plan for
evaluating the instructional status of the
teacher by means of observation of teaching.
2. The rating of the teacher by the supervisory
official on the basis of this observation.
3. An evaluation of the teaching status of the
teacher by the teacher himself.
4. A private conference between the supervisor
and teacher in which the evaluation of both
supervisor and teacher is compared.
5. An agreement between supervisor and teacher as to strong points and weak points in
teaching.
6. A program for the improvement of the teaching status of the teacher.
7. A further evaluation at a later period in the
manner indicated above of the teaching status
of the teacher and an additional conference
for comparative purposes.
8. Continuation of the program throughout the
session.
9. A final evaluation of the teaching status of
the teacher by the supervisory officer, the
teacher being apprised of this evaluation.
10. Opportunity for the teacher to protest the
final evaluation to the superintendent.
11. Use of this evaluation for promotion, demotion, probation, or dismissal of the teacher.
William R. Smithey
A THEORY OF RELATIVITY
To make mistakes as we are on the way
to knowledge is far more honorable than to
escape making them through never having
set out to seek knowledge.—Richard
Trench.
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WHAT DO THE PEOPLE THINK
ABOUT THEIR SCHOOLS?
An Attempt to Summarize Public Opinion
about Education and Suggest Some
Implications for Students
and Teachers.
OPINION about the public schools is
a queer mixture of pro and con.
No other public enterprise draws
such united support and provokes such
wholesale criticism. Public education as a
whole is overwhelmingly approved, but its
various component parts are condemned
loudly and often by some part of the population. The underlying idea of public
schools in America has grown steadily from
colonial days, but it has met opposition
every step of the way on grounds of religious tests, social contributions, cost, or usefulness.
At present there is no institution so
typically American as the public schools.
In contrast to systems in the different countries of Europe, the American schools are
made up of so many diverse elements that
the differences of opinion are a natural outcome. On the one hand a great dependence
upon education pervades public opinion,
and on the other so many doubts exist that
it is sometimes hard to see how we go on
making progress.
Last month in The Virginia Teacher we
offered an analysis of periodical writings on
education for general readers. In this
article we attempt the more difficult analysis
of public opinion, particularly that held by
average citizens—those who do not write
and who certainly read little or none. To
some extent opinion can be inferred from
This article and the one appearing in the April
issue of the Virginia Teacher form a treatment
of the topic for which Dr. Hounchell received an
award of $50 in a competition conducted recently
by Psi chapter of Phi Delta Kappa at George
Peabody College for Teachers at Nashville, Tennessee. Dr. Hounchell's prize paper will be published in the spring quarter News-Letter of Psi
chapter.—Editor.
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writing that appears, but it must also be
sensed in other ways. A better barometer
of public opinion is to see what changes
take place over a longer period of time;
what innovations come into the schools and
persist or pass out; what support the people
will provide; or what human values are
worked out with the passing of time. One
who has been a worker in the schools for
a long time and has studied educational
events that have taken place, comes to feel
public opinion and interpret it, at least to his
own satisfaction.
The writer of this article draws from
thirty years of teaching and study, gleans
points from rather steady current reading,
and attempts an analysis of the two bodies
of material which seem to him to represent
fairly the state of mind of the average citizen.
I. Some Diverse Threads of Thinking
About the Schools
Below appear some statements of public
opinion. As at first arranged in about
twenty-five separate items they appeared to
be a mass of contradictions. By grouping
into likes and opposites according to features of the schools to which they refer,
the picture becomes clearer. The groupings
appear around certain key questions which
seem to run through public thinking. The
judgments vary as one would expect.
1. What are the schools trying to do?
Some people think the schools do not teach
the things worth most. A lot of people say
it is hardly worthwhile to learn what is
generally taught in the schools. There the
agreement ends. Some say the schools must
be classical and traditional; others Just as
strongly assert that education must be practical to prepare to live in the present world.
Is education to prepare to live by using
what has been learned? Is education living
itself? Is education a spiritual and mental
experience which leads out to wider avenues of living? The public does not knowhas not made up its mind—likes to com-
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mend what it likes and condemn the rest.
The commendation or condemnation are not
consistent.
2. How do children learn? Some think
learning should be by easy steps, and are accused by others of wanting to "sugar coat"
education. Others insist that everything
worthwhile is hard to do. Some say the
schools are too difficult for children, while
others say there is too much shallow work
—not enough effort by pupils. Some want
more drill upon facts and skills, but others
want children to do more things that have
meaning at the time. Mind-training versus
hand-training is debated but never resolved.
The public really believes that "practice
makes perfect," but does not know what
practice, nor how much, nor when. Because
of this uncertainty the cocksureness about
drill as a way of learning is somewhat tempered. Teachers are accused of being theoretical, or easy, or hard-headed, or hardboiled. A lot of mothers believe in their
hearts that they know more of the learning
process than the teachers. Perhaps they
do! Yet, no clear opinion is abroad as to
how children really should learn. The public does not know in any articulate way. It
may be nearer the truth than it knows. As
long as children are happy and things run
smoothly, the folks tend to fall in line everywhere except at clubs and in living-room
discussions.
3. Should the schools change? Some
people are worried about the rapid changes
in what is taught, how it is taught, and
modern trends that are working out in the
schools. Others are just as certain that the
schools are not in step with the times, that
the lag between what we know and what
we do is too great. The contrast between
the attitude of wanting my-child-taught-asI-was-taught and that of demanding thelatest-and-the-best is enough to put all
school people on the spot. There is a way
out, but the public hardly knows it. In Virginia the biggest debate is new curriculum
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against the old curriculum; and some of us
know the lines along which that issue is
being worked out. Over the years the
schools do change, but hardly ever sharply
or suddenly. The balance of opinion swings
enough to prevent any uprisings or downfalls, except occasionally. Generally the
public opposes outwardly but has a hankering for it inside. Mail order houses and
chain stores have done much to make all
America dress in fashion and like it! The
complaint is made that city life and industry
are given too large a place in the schools,
but most rural people want to get to town
and off the farms. Education should accomplish something of good manners and produce some refinements in living. All normal parents want their children to be fine,
but they are naturally suspicious of change.
Just don't let it be too violent or too fast or
too all-at-once! Don't let's stand still, but
don't stir us up too much!
4. Are the schools democratic? We
quite often hear people say the schools are
not truly for all the children but just for
those who are bright or whose families have
some influence. Just as often we hear others say that the public schools are so full of
dull children lacking family background
that all the products of the schools are
bound to be mediocre. In many areas positions in the schools from the janitor to
principal teacher are thought of as proper
places for bread earners, often being
thought of as on no higher level than pure
political plums. On the other hand many
school systems have removed the management from politics, have set up high professional standards for staff members, and
really administer the schools on a merit
basis looking to effective education of the
children. The average citizen probably
doubts the democracy of the schools, but he
wouldn't like to risk any other arrangement.
He is not sure what changes should be made
but wants to be free to criticize the schools.
They are public, aren't they?
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5. Are the schools too expensive? Some
people believe the schools cost too much.
They say we have gone in for too many
fads and frills that should be paid for privately. Teachers are looked upon with
questioning by many people who do not
earn as much as even the low salaries of
teachers. The people are inclined to doubt
the need of higher education for elementary
teachers. On the other hand the parent of
any particular child wants that child's
teacher to be educated, cultured, of fine personality, well-mannered and well-behaved,
a sort of model. Things at school are not
too expensive for one's own children. There
is often family pride, sometimes community
pride, that demands the best, regardless of
cost. Every school administrator knows
how much easier it is to get money for a
building people can see than a smaller
amount for the really essential service of
good teaching. It is too bad that many leaders have followed this line of least resistance. The emphasis upon the schools as
free has probably been misplaced. The increased cost of education is the cost of increased education. The people want better
schools, more benefits, increased education
but they don't want to pay more until they
are shown why. In their hearts they know
they must. They generally do so when they
can. The issue is clearer in practice than
when people talk about it.
6. What relations between schools and
citizens? Much is said about teacher-parent
or school-community relationships. Some
organizing to that end is frequently done.
Parent-visiting days are a feature in some
schools. Most parents do not visit because
they do not want to. Teachers do not invite
parents, or invite them hoping in their
hearts they will not come. The parent does
not know what to do when he visits. Older
children do not want parents around and
the parents know it. The P.-T. A. is often
dominated by a few individuals who like to
run things or by teachers who use parents.
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Most parents know they do not really count.
In the matter of school reports there is
much lack of understanding on the part of
parents. Many want the marks of success
in children to satisfy their own pride. Report cards do not become a joint means of
study for teachers and parents who should
be really partners in human engineering.
The average parent expects a high standard
of moral practice, generally good policing,
at school, but rather doubts that teachers
can do much in actually teaching morals.
In fact, they probably resent efforts of
teachers at moral improvement of pupils.
Parents who cannot control their own children expect the school to take care of all
problems on some basis of reforming, ignoring, forgiving, or punishing. There is no
rule or pattern of thinking. The public
doesn't know, is not thinking clearly. Relations are hazy and ill-defined in practice and
planning.
7. Should the schools be really free?
While public schools are supposed to be
free, most of them are far from it. All
sorts of fees are tacked on and extras supposed to be voluntary are practically necessary. Children of very poor parents are subjected to social discriminations that tend
to defeat the purposes of education. In
Europe the general practice is for pupils
who can to pay a sizeable tuition fee and
poor children who are really bright go to
school on publicly supported scholarships.
America must have her schools free. But
are they? The tendency is toward abolishing all fees, to provide materials of learning,
including publicly-owned textbooks, but
many people are unhappy about it. It is but
one step more to serve a free meal in the
middle of the day and to provide acceptable
clothing for those who need or will accept
it. The schools are not so far removed from
being relief agencies. The public has not
decided what to do about making the
schools free and about the question of relief
through the schools.
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8. Wh-at reforms are needed? Any citizen in the community can point out things
which need improvement in the schools.
Sometimes a whole group of teachers are
dismissed and a new start is made. Some
demand older teachers, or married teachers,
or home teachers. Others are sure younger,
fresher, better-educated teachers from a
distance are better. Long term as against a
short term is debated. New curriculum
versus old curriculum is an issue. The
public is pretty sure something ought to
be done—it doesn't know what. To take
away the chance of reform would not be
tolerated. Since reforms can be made, it
generally seems all right to run along
about as we have in the past. A sane
and vigorous school leader generally gets
public support. A passive or indifferent
person in a place of leadership is generally
not opposed, but since he has no program
the schools mark time and the public is content with slow-going. The public wants
progress but doesn't know how to get itwould rather drift than start something.
The situation is much different when teachers or school leaders do things which antagonize the public. In that case the fire has
been started and must be stopped. Nearly
always the solution is that the offenders
find another place to work.
II. What's Back of Public Opinion
About Schools?
Shifting attention away from the public's
opinion of the schools, which for the most
part is lacking both in clarity of thought and
in any articulate expression in action, let us
approach the problem from another angle.
Perhaps the background of public education provides the reason for muddled thinking and indecisive action.
In his book entitled The American Road
to Culture, published eight years ago, Dr.
George S. Counts says ;
"... It has been truly said that there is no
system of education in the United States. Moreover, under the dynamic conditions of American
life, nothing is stable, nothing is permanent: all is
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change. Thus the so-called traditional system of
schools here described, which could scarcely be
said to have taken form before the close of the
nineteenth century, is cracking at a hundred points
under the strain placed upon it by industrial society. Today it has entered well into a period of
radical reorganization which is profoundly modifying its structure. ..."
Dr. Counts would probably say that impending changes are not far enough developed that we know where we are. Until
that point of certainty is reached people
will cling to their former belief that education is all right as it is. The growing pains
are felt, but what we are to become is so
uncertain that we want to stay put. In looking for the causes of this situation, Dr.
Counts further says:
"At the base of the theory of education in the
United States is a profound faith in the potentialities of the individual man. . . . This faith in the
potentialities of the individual has gradually taken
the form of a faith in education. The Americans
regard education as the means by which the inequalities among individuals are to be erased and
by which every desirable end is to be achieved.
Confront practically any group of citizens with a
difficult problem in the sphere of human relations,
and they will suggest education as the solution3
Indeed_ this belief in the general beneficence of
education is one of the fetishes of American society. Although the processes of tuition may be but
obscurely understood by the popular mind, they
are thought to possess something akin to magical
power. Perhaps the most striking aspect of this
phenomenon, however, lies in the fact that education is identified with the work of the school. As
a consequence the faith in education becomes a
faith in the school, and the school is looked upon
as a worker of miracles. In fact, the school is
the American road to culture."
President Hutchins in his recent series of
articles in The Saturday Evening Post says:
"The American people have demanded more
and more education for their children. Most of
them have not cared what kind of education it
was, just so there was plenty of it. The popular
ideal has always been a seat for every child.
What happened to the child's head while his spine
was being supported seemed to be of secondary
interest. Responding gallantly to this demand, the
educators have co-operated with the citizens in
the erection of more and more schools and the
production of more and more teachers to manage
them. The universal part of Jefferson's dream of
universal education has come true in triumphant
measure. But we have let our zeal for quantity
overwhelm us."
The present writer knows no better statement of effective public opinion than that
offered by Dr. Hutchins :
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"... The only reason we have education at all
is that the people demand it. And the kind of
education we have is the kind the people think
they want. When they want something better, they
will get it. If a democratic nation wants better
schools, it will ask itself several questions: What
kind of schools will preserve and improve democracy? What can the nation expect of such
schools? How much, in dollars and in other
things, will they cost ?"
Numerous writers of authority could be
quoted to show that thinking about education is far from clear. Periodical writings
cover a long array of topics and with no
certain conclusions, as was shown in these
columns a month ago. The nearest to a
certain conclusion we can reach from reading is that there is interest by both professional school people and laymen in the next
steps that affect schools.
III. Some Conclusions on the State of
Public Opinion
The foregoing analysis of how the public
thinks around some central points that have
to do with the schools, together with some
background statements just quoted that
seem to have merit, leads us to generalize as
follows:
1. There is genuine interest in education
as a public enterprise. The people have invested much in public schools and want the
best results' possible. They will not easily
surrender the ideal they have formed. Public faith in the schools is deep-rooted. It is
a dependable basis for constructive accomplishments to come.
2. Public opinion is not clear-cut. The
people are willing to be shown, to learn.
Complicating principles of practice and contradictory trends of thought are confusing.
The schools are a product of many forces
which do not always run parallel. Thinking
is confused.
3. Public opinion is definitely not unfavorable to the schools. Too many bond issues
have been approved and too large an investment made in numerous other ways—perhaps not always wisely—to leave any doubt
that the public believes in the schools. Opinion may become unfavorable, but to this

104

THE VIRGINIA TEACHER

[Volume 19, No, 5

especially if the school is indifferent or sort
of so-so.
3. Lead on. Most of the people will follow earnest, sensible, energetic school leaders and teachers.
4. Encourage visiting. School visiting
has merit when there is work worth seeing
which citizens will understand. Better have
something to see or not expect visits. Ordinary classroom work has no appeal to
adults.
5. Let them know. School publicity is
valuable. It must be done modestly, emphasizing accomplishments of children or
community, never that of teachers who are,
after all, paid workers.
6. Emphasize children. Children are the
center of the public's interest. People will
do for their children. All problems in the
schools have to be solved by deciding what
is good for children. Some teachers know
this. Others must learn it.
7. Count on people. The people are definitely not opposed to the schools. They find
fault because they care. Many things in the
schools need to be found fault with. The
people know that the schools must measure
up. They are disappointed with shortcomings.
8. Enlist support. Teachers should study
their public and enlist support wherever
possible. A good reputation is most valuable to a school or a teacher. The public
likes to be visited, cultivated, have its opinion asked and heeded. Good teachers will
not overlook the important matter of creating good-will.
TV. Some Suggestions to Teachers
Paul Hounchell
1. Take courage. Teachers have every
reason to be encouraged by the interest the
people have shown and continue to show in
I desire to see the time when education,
the schools.
and by its means, morality, sobriety, enter2. Expect criticism. A few people will
condemn teachers and school undertakings. prise, and industry shall become much more
Most of them will praise when there is any- general than at present.
Abraham Lincoln
thing of merit. Many will be indifferent,

time the evidence is all on the plus side. In
every decade more schools have been established, more children have attended, better
educated teachers have been provided, longer terms have been arranged, and more
money has been spent than in any previous
decade.
4. Influences can be brought to bear to
make public opinion on education. These
may act either favorably or adversely to the
present system. Change is in the air. What
results in the near future may be, none of
us can tell. Any enemy of democracy would
sensibly strike at or through the public
schools.
5. Public opinion about education in
America has a definite basis in the history
and social development of the nation. Education is not something apart, but has been
made part and parcel with the life of the
country. Whatever affects the schools
shapes the United States of America one
short generation away.
6. The schools must be related to all
other social undertakings. Too often there
is the tendency to assign work to the schools
that belongs to other agencies. The schools
can not substitute for the home or church.
They can neither solve the trade problems
of training all youth for a world of work
nor organize that work so as to carry on.
Nor can they carry the total load of education that must go on continuously in the
lives of ambitious and enterprising people
of adult age. The schools cannot do everything. School education is not a panacea.

